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Bourdieu (1997) has written about the embodiment of cultural capital and “the
logic of its transmission”, thus: “the best measure of cultural capital is undoubtedly
the amount of time devoted to acquiring it” (p. 54), while “the precondition for the
fast, easy accumulation of every kind of useful cultural capital, starts at the outset,
without delay, without wasted time, only for the offspring of families endowed with
strong cultural capital” (p. 49). It is not dif cult to reason, then, that “the best
advice we can give to a poor child keen to get ahead through education is to choose
richer parents” (Connell, 1993, p. 22). In other words, extended time in the
company of those (typically, family members) whose cultural capital has a positive
value in relation to “the demands of the scholastic market” (Bourdieu, 1997, p. 48)
is central to students’ schooling success. In Bourdieu’s account, the most potent
forms of transmitting and accumulating desired and desirable cultural capital are
implicit or hidden, whereas “the direct, visible forms of transmission [such as
schooling or at least the formalities of schooling] tend to be more strongly censored
and controlled” (Bourdieu, 1997, p. 49).
My reading of the three texts featured in this essay, Puerto Rican Students in US
ISSN 1047-6210 (print)/ISSN 1470-1286 (online)/01/030371-10
Ó School of Education, The University of Queensland
DOI: 10.1080/10476210120096614
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
9:2
2 1
1 J
un
e 2
01
2 
372 Resource Reviews
Schools, Schooling Students Placed at Risk, and Permissible Advantage?, is similar. They
each report research and scholarship supporting the proposition that student success
at school, often de ned as college enrolment (Cooper & Datnow, 2000), tends to be
more institutionalized and controlled than is often acknowledged. Indeed, this is a
recurrent theme within these texts, although not to the exclusion of more nuanced
accounts. That is, while the authors are interested in the lives of real students,
teachers and parents, their concerns and analyses are not divorced from the broader
socio-political and economic in uences on schooling, albeit within United States
contexts. Similarly, these are not “blame-the-victim” or “deserving-elite” accounts,
nor are they fatalistic. They critique rather than employ discourses of academic
achievement focused on student de cits and/or disadvantages (see Gale &
Densmore, 2000, pp. 108–125): “the old, deep-rooted distinction the Greek jurists
made between inherited properties (ta patroa) and acquired properties (epikteta)”
(Bourdieu, 1997, p. 49). For example, the authors of these volumes do not attribute
some (typically, white and “well-to-do”) students’ fast, easy accumulation and
embodiment of dominant cultural capital as evidence of their giftedness, necessarily,
but understand that the accumulation of this capital is predisposed to function as
symbolic: “unrecognized as capital and recognized as legitimate competence, as
authority exerting an effect of (mis)recognition” (Bourdieu, 1997, p. 49).
In what follows, I seek to make these matters of timing and location more
apparent. To extrapolate from Bourdieu, I argue that student success and failure at
school are greatly in uenced by one’s history and geography, not simply those
pertaining to individuals, but also and importantly to the histories and geographies
of the institutions that individuals encounter. An emphasis on context and the
company one keeps in such places is signi cant, given much “space-blinkered
historicism” (Soja, 1996, p. 137). Here, a regard for time and place “re-entwines the
making of history and the social production of space, with the construction and
con guration of human geographies” (Soja, 1996, p. 137). While these form the
parameters of the arguments I advance in this essay—with emphasis given  rst to
one and then the other—I am also concerned to examine how Nieto’s, Sanders’ and
Peshkin’s respective texts contribute to such interests. My assessment of their
contributions is somewhat implicit and, therefore, perhaps more complimentary. I
make use of their work to inform my arguments, taking theirs as largely valid,
although I return towards the end of the paper to address their projects more
explicitly and critically.
A Matter of Time
The phrase “students at educational risk” is relatively new in the academic litera-
ture, but it is not without “uncomfortably familiar” (Franklin, 2000) antecedents.
There is a long history of research and scholarship that variously draws attention to
students’ intellectual, social, cultural and economic de cits and disadvantages as
explanations for their poor educational performance, and even as predictors of such
performance (Gale & Densmore, 2000, pp. 108–125). This is despite the fact that
“many educators in the United States are still unaware of their Puerto Rican
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students’ history, experiences, dreams and strengths and of how they might be used
to teach these children more effectively” (Nieto, 2000, p. 5), for example. How
helpful contemporary notions of risk are in conceiving of these issues and, in
particular, to improving students’ educational outcomes is a major interest of
Sanders’ (2000) edited collection. In Giddens’ (1994) terms, its authors are con-
cerned to explore whether students’ educational risks are conceived as uncertainties
that are external to the limits of control traditionally exercised by teachers and
schools or whether such risks are understood as manufactured by individuals and,
particularly, by society’s institutions.
In this new language of educational risk, why there are (pockets of) students who
achieve so little, in academic terms, continues to be of some interest (Balfanz, 2000).
In his No Child Left Behind statement outlining a new agenda for education reform,
the recently elected United States President noted that:
Today, nearly 70 percent of inner city fourth graders are unable to read at
a basic level on national reading tests. Our high school seniors trail
students in Cyprus and South Africa on international math tests. And
nearly a third of our college freshmen  nd they must take a remedial course
before they are able to even begin regular college level courses. (Bush,
2001)
It is such statistical evidence, paraded by politicians not just in the United States,
but also in the United Kingdom and Australia, that is often used to justify regimes
of standardized testing across systems, schools and students. Indeed, the rationale
for such testing programs seems to feed on itself. Bush, for example, as part of his
education plan to address the aforementioned shortcomings, has reasserted that
students in Grades 3–8 be required to pass yearly standardized tests. This is despite
the fact that the generation of such statistical data is “not well suited to uncovering
important variations by time and place. Nationally representative data sets by
de nition strip away context” (Balfanz, 2000, p. 40). Similarly, an at-risk
classi cation often “disproportionately relies on broad sociodemographic criteria
(i.e., race, ethnicity, social class) to predict delinquency and remediation. By
de nition it is incapable of explaining individual variation” (Franklin, 2000, pp. 3–
4). However, implicit in the neo-liberal approach is the belief that learning and
schooling are relatively uniform from one time and place to another and that
students’ educational risks, which these standardized tests are presumably designed
to uncover, are not entirely resistant to the in uences of schooling. There is still
room for “fate” or “acts of God” that are outside the purview of schooling, but there
is also an expectation that teachers and schools will act to redress students’
educational risks, caught in the nick of time by these testing mechanisms.
That such an approach is ahistorical seems beyond the scope and/or political will
of new right political advocates. Yet, in effect, teachers (and students) working in
communities with concentrations of welfare dependency and disempowered ethnic
groups are being asked to counter the effects of a history of poor “educational
opportunities and learning supports available to [students’] parents, grandparents,
relatives, and the wider adult community with whom they interact” (Balfanz, 2000,
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p. 54). It is a history of schooling characterized by irrelevant curricula that is also
often watered down to provide opportunities for ritual rather than real success; by
a “pedagogy of poverty” (Anyon, 1997) exacerbated by the high mobility of teachers
who rarely live in their students’ neighbourhoods, and by student assessments that
reduce knowledge to quanti able measures devoid of epistemological interrelations
and insensitive to ontological diversity.
Often, the consequences of such a legacy are the concentrations over time of
academic failure in speci c localities. For students with such an inheritance, “there
are few people in their homes, their extended family, or their communities to help
them, for example, learn algebra. No one they know may have ever been exposed to
it” (Balfanz, 2000, p. 59). Adopting an intergenerational viewpoint such as this
provides quite a different account of student failure to that attributed to the
“inadequacies in the child and his or her family … as if competence, achievement,
and motivation manifested and developed solely in the home” (Franklin, 2000,
p. 4). (These are also matters of location to which I return later.)
Compared with other independent schools, Edgewood Academy—the focus of
Peshkin’s institutional “voyeurism” (2001, p. 6)—is relatively new. One might
argue, then, that the advantages and/or disadvantages of history may not be as
entrenched within its grounds. But as Peshkin (2001, p. 5) notes, “a school’s moral
choices originate in and are enacted by the ongoing action of its local clientele and
community” and Edgewood’s are clearly framed by historical “privilege” and
“advantage” (Peshkin, 2001, p. 4). These are not just matters of economic, but also
of social capital and their relation to the accumulation of cultural capital over time.
Edgewood Academy parents, for example, have quite different educational histories
to those already described and far greater access to  nancial and cultural resources
to maximize their children’s accumulation of dominant and “useful” cultural capital.
Irrespective of the Academy’s short history:
Many students come from homes that provide, often insist upon, out-of-
school lessons, so that students may reach school already adept at some
form of artistic or athletic expression. As persons of accomplishment
themselves, parents are likely to provide the means for their children to
become persons of accomplishment, apart from whatever occurs at school.
(Peshkin, 2001, p. 23)
This might seem an overly structuralist account if not for evidence that students
from marginalized groups can and do succeed academically; students whom
Franklin (2000) describes as resilient or “at promise”. In Nieto’s collection, which
includes several personal vignettes by Puerto Rican’s themselves, Carlos Mills De
Jesus’ account of his schooling and of his perception at the time that his prospects
of attending college were fanciful provides a case in point: “unless you were
 nancially well off, only White students went to college” (2000, p. 139), although
the outcome for De Jesus proved to be somewhat different. My own experience of
entering university has some similarities:
Graduating from secondary school and hopeful of entering university the
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following year, I was aware that in order to gain entry I required results of
a high academic standard; although, I cannot say that such knowledge
translated easily into the achievement of this standard. But it was not just
that good results were needed to succeed in the competition for university
places. The socio-economic circumstances of my family were such that an
offer of a place was no guarantee I would be able to accept it. Given my
location as third in a family of six children, a family with minimal  nancial
resources especially for higher education, it was made clear to me by my
parents that my attendance needed to be secured through the receipt of a
scarce government scholarship awarded on the basis of academic merit. As
it eventuated, my school results were mediocre and, from my perspective,
the prospect of entering university seemed remote. However, what I had
not understood or even been aware was that students entering university in
that year were subject to a new agreement negotiated between the recently
elected Australian federal government and its state counterparts; an agree-
ment that injected new levels of funding (and, therefore, places) into
Australian higher education, removed student tuition fees, and introduced
a means-tested student allowance. These new  nancial arrangements had
the effect of reworking previous notions of what constituted being “good
enough” to enter university and what personal resources were needed to do
so; opening the door, particularly to the newer universities established in
the mid to late 1960s, for students like myself who otherwise would have
been denied access. (Gale, 1997, pp. 2–3)
These are not simple matters of timing—of individuals being in the right place at the
right time—or of being appropriately in uenced and/or assisted by signi cant others,
but also of governments making changes to long-established economic arrangements
and social systems. Like the effects of housing, health and employment, “these
conditions shape and constrain the lives of children and youth just as [surely as]
family status and the characteristics of ethnic communities in uence students’
school experiences and educational attainment” (Mercado & Moll, 2000, p. 297).
To ignore such constraints, to suggest that academic achievement is simply a matter
of students, teachers and schools doing a better job, is as blind with respect to the
effects of history that restrict some students’ access to the dominant cultural capital,
as it is blinding. The logic is much like that espoused by Lou Anne Johnson, the
teacher in the  lm Dangerous Minds, in which she invites her inner-city students to
rise above their circumstances as a matter of choice. As noted elsewhere (Gale &
Densmore, 2000, p. 97):
Not only are Johnson’s students invited to begin this process [of cultural
capital accumulation] from a negative disposition [in the educational
market], but they are further handicapped by having wasted time and,
being so positioned, are now required to make up for this while also forging
ahead. Again, their material conditions frustrate attempts to achieve such
a remarkable comeback, given that “the length of time for which a given
individual can prolong his [sic] acquisition process depends on the length
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of time for which his family can provide him with the free time, i.e., time
free from economic necessity”. (Bourdieu, 1997, pp. 49–50)
De Jesus could just as easily have been sitting in Johnson’s classroom, questioning
the audacity of his teacher’s encouragement to apply to college: “Couldn’t this
person see that most of us were African-American or Puerto Rican and none of us
came from wealthy families? We didn’t stand a chance. I couldn’t understand why
he would deliberately attempt to dupe us into believing that if we actually applied
to a few schools, some of us would be accepted” (2000, p. 139). It is not just
students’ personal histories that make a difference to the educational risks they face,
but also their interaction with the histories of their communities, societies and
nations.
Location, Location, Location
Of course, such histories are not experienced devoid of geographies. To employ an
analogy, there is an old real estate adage concerning the most important things to
consider when buying property: namely, location, location and location. It is a
maxim that can apply equally well to student success and failure at school. Here, I
emphasize three aspects of school localities, although there may well be others that
could contribute to discussions concerning the relationships between where particu-
lar students are located and their academic achievements. First, it matters where
students go to school. That is, the evidence suggests that students who perform
poorly in academic terms tend to be located in particular geographical areas. In the
United States, it tends to be in inner-city locations (Nieto, 2000; Sanders, 2000); in
Australia, it is in some suburbs, and in many rural and remote areas (Human Rights
& Equal Opportunity Commission, 2000). More generally, within many Western
democracies there appears a geographical marbling of poverty and of particular
ethnic/racial groups, with associated student performances at school.
Second, it matters which schools students attend. United States College prepara-
tory schools, like Edgewood Academy, hold out to their students the promise of
attending college, but also of the “privilege of af uence” on which these schools are
built (Peshkin, 2001, p. xii). Permissible Advantage?, the title of Peshkin’s book,
neatly encapsulates the incestuous sorting process implied in such arrangements
while also questioning the exclusion, often self-endorsed, of many students from
what Edgewood Academy provides (2001, p. 7). Conversely, comprehensive schools
in the United Kingdom are designed for those not destined for university; a
determination made for and before students enter their secondary school years.
Whereas schooling in Australia appears to some as more egalitarian, given the
absence of of cially designated schools to prepare students solely for university entry
and its attendant privileges or, rather, given the belief in a “fair go” that all schools
should provide such preparation. Of course, whether Australia’s schooling system
and the competition for higher education entry can be characterized by “fair contest
or elite sponsorship” (Gale, 1999; Turner, 1971) is itself a contested matter. This
is particularly so in the current Australian context of increased funding for private
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schools and the associated  ight of the middle classes away from under-funded
government schools, to the point where many lament the (re)creation of public
schooling as a welfare net to catch those students unable to pay for their own
education.
It is possible to point to the immediate in uences on students that affect their
academic achievements within particular locations. For example, several in Sanders’
(2000) volume variously document the arenas of in uence (both positive and
negative) on student achievement as: family, community and school (Franklin,
2000); school, family and church (Sanders & Herting, 2000); and family, school and
peers (Cooper & Datnow, 2000). Others in Nieto’s (2000) and Sanders’ (2000)
collections explore speci c arenas, evidenced in the attention given to the work of
teachers (Capifali, 2000; Caraballo, 2000; Mitchell, 2000), or they examine inter-
relations between arenas; of students and teachers (Sanders & Jordan, 2000) or
schools and communities (Rivera & Pedraza, 2000; Morales & Tarr, 2000). But the
institutionalized nature of student achievement is also a prominent theme in these
accounts. At a minimum, “schools … [need to] understand themselves and their
students to be part of a larger social system that includes families and communities”
(Sanders & Epstein, 2000, p. 339). In this sense, that it matters which school students
attend is no better illustrated than in Datnow and Cooper’s account of the Baltimore
Educational Scholarship Trust (BEST), established to sponsor African-American
students to attend speci c independent schools “known to prepare students for
positions of power and leadership” (2000, pp. 207–208). Peshkin puts it well when
he states that “schools are indicator institutions … [they] are about more than what
goes on in them; they mirror what is and is not at stake for their particular
constituents” (2001, p. xii).
Third, it matters how students are positioned within school and, in part, Datnow
and Cooper’s (2000) study is concerned with how African-American students  t
within the independent schools to which they are sponsored. In a similar vein,
Yonezawa draws attention to “Lareau’s (1989) study aptly titled Home Advantage
[which] highlighted how upper-middle-class elementary school parents used neigh-
borhood networks to maneuver within the school system” (Yonezawa, 2000, p. 112),
within their children’s particular school, and to their children’s advantage.
Yonezawa’s (2000) own study provides an excellent account of how various social
groups maneuver within institutionalized forms of student placement (i.e. tracking)
within schools and classes and how these students’ positions are legitimated. But what
Yonezawa also highlights is that such student positioning is an interactive process;
i.e. the structural effects of schooling, particularly for the marginalized who typically
dominate low-track classes, can be circumvented by the actions of parents and
students, although this presupposes a certain amount of dominant cultural capital.
Conclusion
Of course, a focus on time and place is not to deny that cultural capital “cannot be
accumulated beyond the appropriating capacities of an individual agent” (Bourdieu,
1997, p. 49). That is, there are reasons other than the socio-political and economic
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for why students succeed and fail at school. I have not attempted to address these
here except to suggest that what pass as matters of intellectual capacity seem to me
to be overplayed with respect to many students. I am equally disturbed by explana-
tions of student success and failure at school that extend beyond students only as far
as their family and community attributes or circumstances. To look beyond the
classroom for reasons of student failure (and success) is admirable. To do so without
understanding these as related to broader arenas is, at best, na õ¨ ve and potentially
harmful.
The three texts reviewed in this essay each provide their own reading of this
position. Nieto’s text is more positive than I have possibly given it credit. That is, it
contains accounts of the issues I have outlined, but its most signi cant contributions
are of how Puerto Ricans have engaged with these historical and geographical
aspects of schooling in critical ways. Alicia Lo´pez, for example, writes fondly and
proudly of her experiences of attending a multicultural school in the United States,
founded and directed by parents, several of whom were also its teachers; a place in
which “my Puerto Rican and Spanish background and my bilingualism were always
positive attributes” and where “our strengths were encouraged and put to use”
(2000, p. 200). Not all the stories in this book are so positive, but the interspersing
of personal narratives throughout gives it a certain authenticity and intimacy. It is
dif cult to read this book and not be convinced of the importance of creating
opportunities for all students to be heard and valued within classrooms and schools.
While the emphasis is clearly on Puerto Rican students in that collection, in
Sanders’ (2000) text there is almost a comparable emphasis on African-Americans.
Approximately one-third of the chapters are authored or co-authored by Sanders,
whose involvement clearly holds the work together, but the volume is also served by
some  ne contributions from others. Franklin’s historical account of educational
risk, for example, which seeks to move beyond some of the shortcomings of the
“cultural de cits” literature and towards a more positive accounting of students’
prospects, is particularly noteworthy. Balfanz also provides signi cant parameter-
setting work for the  eld, drawing attention to issues of time and place, but also to
dysfunctional learning institutions as explanations that systems and schools are often
less willing to contemplate. Also, Yonezawa’s critical tales of student placement
processes provides, in my view, an excellent illustration of the “sociological imagin-
ation” at work.
Peshkin’s book is also an imaginative work. Indeed, he likens his ethnography to
that of a story with “advantage” occupying centre stage, requiring him  rst to set the
scene (2001, p. xii). It is most readable, much like a good novel, and undoubtedly
this is his intention, although I am aware that the ease with which the story  ows and
is engaged by the reader does not necessarily re ect the effort taken to construct it.
To some degree, Peshkin is critical of his own efforts, noting that several of the
middle chapters read “as if I’ve been commissioned to write the school’s publicity
brochure” (2001, p. xii). But what Peshkin achieves, and intends, overall is an
exploration of American values, particularly as these relate to schooling, but also to
social, political and economic arrangements more generally. Speci cally, he raises
readers’ consciousness to matters often understood but frequently and conveniently
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normalized, “forgotten” or dismissed as too dif cult to redress. In doing so, he asks
of us: “Is it fair? Is it just? Is it good? that so few students are favoured relative to
so many others” (Peshkin, 2001, p. 126).
Contemplating such questions, I am impressed and dismayed by the comments of
a Black principal quoted by Kozol (1992, p. 152) and relayed by Peshkin. For me,
they voice what I fear to be the likely dominant response, in the current climate, to
the aforementioned texts and their account of academic achievement and schooling:
So we accept some things and we forget some other things and what we
can’t forget we learn how to shut out of mind and we adopt the rhetoric
that is required of us and we speak of “quality” or “excellence”—not
justice.
It is said that there is a time and a place for everything, and where there is a will
there is a way. In these texts, different ways of schooling students and organizing our
societies, largely informed by a recognitive view of social justice (Gale & Densmore,
2000), are both sought and explored. What is now needed is the political will to
pursue these more vigorously.
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